This Article examines the award-winning television show, Breaking Bad, to illustrate how the idea of a contract in popular culture can become inflected with a style of retrograde masculinity. Deals in Breaking Bad take place in the classic contract imaginary, which resembles the classic Western shootout: two antagonists face each other down in a duel. The show interrogates the frontier thesis, with its links to the American Dream and dangerous masculinities, through the ruthless contracts of Walter White.
INTRODUCTION
What do contracts in American popular culture tell us about masculinity? Do "real men" make contracts? Are contracts symbols of strength or weakness, cooperation or capitulation? Do they signify freedom or servitude, or something else altogether? This Article examines the popular television show, Breaking Bad, to reveal the popular culture links between a certain kind of classic, one-on-one contract and a potentially toxic type of Wild West masculinity.
The Emmy award-winning show, Breaking Bad, which ran for five seasons on AMC, was one of the most-watched series on cable television.
2 It also garnered its fair share of academic attention, although not from a contracts perspective.
3 Vince Gilligan, the creator 2017]
"BREAKING BAD" CONTRACTS 399 of this series about a mild-mannered high school chemistry teacher who becomes a ruthless drug lord, has called it a contemporary Western. 4 Gilligan also famously described the show as the transformation of Mr. Chips into Scarface.
5 Breaking Bad is filled with contract issues. The abundance of contracts may not be surprising; the manufacture and sale of goods is central to the storyline. Since the good in question is methamphetamine, many of the interrelated deals are subject to the defense of illegality. What is surprising is how the idea of a contract becomes inflected with particular tropes of American Westerns and retrograde masculinity. Breaking Bad, as a postRecession contemporary Western, illuminates the vexed connections between contracts and masculinity in American popular culture.
This Article will suggest that the Western tropes in Breaking Bad put a particular type of masculinist, rough-justice spin on the illegal contracts that drive the plot, so that the show ends by privileging these (illegal) and rather old-fashioned, face-to-face private contracts. In celebrating this classic contracting style, the series also celebrates a dangerous type of masculinity. Breaking Bad makes us admire its protagonist, Walter White, precisely for his deal-making and contractual ingenuity, even while we shudder at the body count he leaves in his wake. Walt uses contracts to do terrible things, but we want him to succeed because then he will have agency; he will have power at a time when the middle classes are pretty powerless. He will have some measure of freedom. His power comes from his making numerous one-on-one deals, often sealed with little more than a handshake. The contracts he makes are his bid for freedom, a freedom associated with Westerns and the expansionist ideology of a frontier. However, while championing agency and freedom, the show also simultaneously critiques the traditional American frontier thesis, the expansionist dream of more-more money, more territory, more everything. The complex dynamics between promises, social/familial bonds, and contracts in Breaking Bad expose a profoundly dangerous answer to the question: "what does it mean to be a man?" Contracts in Breaking Bad (both their making and their breaking) prove crucial to constructing a particularly harmful form of masculinity. This Article will: (1) provide a brief plot summary of Breaking Bad; (2) discuss pertinent background on the Western genre (including a focus on key themes and tropes such as the frontier, freedom, and masculinity); (3) examine how Breaking Bad both subverts and paradoxically reinforces these Western themes and tropes in the context of contractual promises by associating contractual freedom with dangerous masculinities; and (4) conclude by suggesting an alternative vision linking promises and bonds with masculinity in the poetry of Walt Whitman.
I. BACKGROUND INFORMATION

A. Plot Summary of Breaking Bad
Breaking Bad tells the story of Walter White, a high school chemistry teacher, trying to make ends meet in post-Recession suburban Albuquerque. 6 Walt is a nebbishy guy at the beginning of the series, the type of sad sack who is ignored at his own fiftieth birthday party.
7
He has a pregnant wife (Skyler) and a teenaged son with cerebral palsy (Walt, Jr.) . 8 Walt cannot make ends meet with his meager salary as a high school chemistry teacher, so he works a second job at a car wash, where he washes the cars of his more affluent students. 9 The day after his fiftieth birthday, Walt is diagnosed with terminal lung cancer. 10 Walt's extended family includes his brother-in-law (Hank) and Hank's wife, Marie (Skyler's sister).
11 Hank is a macho DEA agent, 
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12 (Guns! Drugs! Violence! Power!) While on the drug bust, Walt notices one of his former students, Jesse Pinkman, evading law enforcement. 13 Walt is impressed by the large sums of money to be made in illegal meth production and thinks this could be a way to provide for his wife, son, and unborn daughter after he is gone.
14 He decides to partner with Jesse in the meth business. 15 Walt will supply the scientific know-how and chemistry acumen and Jesse will handle the distribution of the product. 16 Subsequently, the series traces Walt's transformation from Walter White, mild-mannered teacher, to Heisenberg, ruthless drug lord. 17 Walt transforms by taking on a selfish, hyperaggressive form of masculinity. 18 Walt becomes successful by being very adept at making (and breaking) deals. Over the course of the series, Walt's methods become more and more vicious. He leaves death and destruction in his wake, eventually alienating all who loved him. 19 Significantly, the poetry of Walt Whitman plays a crucial role in the series. Whitman's poetry functions in the series thematically and also as a plot device. Thematically, Whitman offers an alternative way of being in the world, a gentler, more connected type of masculinity. Whitman is the great American poet of adhesiveness and connections, and his poetry haunts the series. Walter White is something like Whitman's evil twin or doppelgänger (in fact, the names are almost identical-Walter White and Walt Whitman). But where Whitman would view bonds and promises as ways to connect, Walt views contracts as a means to power. Walter White corrupts the ideal of Whitman's bonds into unscrupulous contractual power plays. Finally, from the plot perspective, a copy of Whitman' This frontier thesis was an optimistic story of progress (at least if you were white and male). To Turner, America began as a frontier, and the frontier was another name for opportunity: "Since the days when the fleet of Columbus sailed into the waters of the New World, America has been another name for opportunity." 33 How is one to succeed in this land of opportunity, this frontier environment? Not by cooperation with others, but by individual effort and determination. 34 33. Turner, supra note 28, at 27. 34. "The modern American believes that each person shall be allowed to rise or fall in the workaday world as his own grit and ability decrees," commented historian Ray Billington, adding,
[s]uch a system could operate only in a land of equal opportunity, where the dispossessed could begin life anew without too much difficulty, where new jobs were being created to absorb an expanding population, and where resources were so abundant that all could share in their wealth without governmental intervention in the role of umpire. Only in frontier America did this combination of beatitudes exist. Hence American individualism is the product of the frontiering experience. So men reasoned in the nineteenth century, and so many believe today.
"BREAKING BAD" CONTRACTS 405 side of Turner's analysis: the frontier thesis is a story of violent conquest, an often misogynistic story that sanctions the exploitation of indigenous peoples and natural resources. 35 Yet, the frontier thesis remains firmly embedded in American popular culture. 36 Westerns, in particular, must grapple with the persistence of the frontier thesis, given that the frontier is the most essential characteristic of a Western.
Breaking Bad is a Western primarily because it is in dialogue with the ideology of the frontier thesis. But it also is a Western because the series makes abundant visual and verbal allusions to Hollywood Westerns (the harsh desert setting, shootouts, Native Americans, bar fights, scorpions, train robberies, the black hat Walt dons when he becomes Heisenberg, etc.). 37 One effect of the show's visual and thematic references to Westerns is to subtly (and ironically) remind the viewer of the most basic element of the Code of the West-a cowboy's word is his bond.
38
The pilot episode begins in the desert, a frontier setting where Walt and Jesse have gone in their modern-day covered wagon (appropriately, a Winnebago) in order to cook meth. 39 The isolation and deadly grandeur of the numerous desert shots reinforces the Western motif of the frontier as a place where men are tested. The desert is the place of danger and betrayal, but also the place of opportunity (Walt' Finally, at the end of the series, it is into the desert that Jesse escapes his enforced slave labor in a meth lab, driving off into the sunset. 42 The desert in Breaking Bad is a place of violence and death, a setting for shootouts, and even the location for a great train robbery. But as a representation of the frontier, the desert also is symbolic of the American dream. Numerous shots in the series linger ironically on the New Mexico license plate logo: "Welcome to New Mexico: Land of Enchantment." 43 What is more enchanting than a dream of success?
Plot points and dialogue pay knowing homage to the Western. When Walt takes on his Heisenberg persona, he often puts on a dark hat. 44 Echoing many a scene from Westerns, Walt warns Jesse, "[m]aybe it's time for you to . . . get out of town." 45 Jesse replies that he has always wanted to go to Alaska (another frontier-like space in the American imagination). 46 Walt and the enforcer, Mike, engage in that time-honored Western tradition-having a brawl in a saloon. 47 Native Americans once again get screwed over by the white man. 48 Characters evoke legendary Western gunfighters. Mike tells Walt, "[j]ust because you shot Jesse James don't make you Jesse James." 49 But more significant than all the many allusions to Westerns is the show's interrogation of the frontier thesis as it is linked with masculinity. 40 
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At its core, Breaking Bad is in dialogue with the foundational ideology underpinning the traditional Western-the frontier thesis as representative of the American Dream. 50 The idea of the frontier is the idea of freedom and limitless economic opportunity. Turner's particular take on the American Dream also invites readers to understand the frontier's potential to take weaklings and transform them into real men (recall once more series creator Vince Gilligan's description of the show as the transformation of a mild-mannered teacher, Mr. Chips, into the ruthless drug lord, Scarface). Sounding like a prospector in the California Gold Rush, Walt tells his attorney, Saul, " [t] here is gold in the streets, just waiting for someone to come scoop it up." 51 A real man takes his (manifest) destiny in hand, and conquers the world.
A frontier setting in a Western suggests that life will be challenging, a matter of survival. So Breaking Bad, of course, is set in the West: suburban Albuquerque. 52 The new frontier is the middle class suburb, where families desperately struggle after the financial crisis of the Great Recession. O pioneers! Over the course of Breaking Bad, Walt lives his life by the frontier thesis. He ruthlessly uses (and abuses) contracts, promises, and societal ties as a means to his end of creating an empire. Walt feels he has lost out on the American Dream because of a bad deal he made in the past (he sold out his stake in a company he cofounded and later the company became wildly successful). 53 His contractual maneuvering and deal-making are his attempts to make his will manifest in the world, through a particularly toxic expression of masculine identity in his Heisenberg persona.
The true alternative to the type of masculinity personified by the arrogant drug lord, Heisenberg, is not that of the nebbishy teacher, Walter White, but that demonstrated by the poet, Walt 50. " [W] esterns are fundamentally allegories of the American dream." WALLMANN, supra note 26, at 17. Jeffrey DiLeo comments that the series engages with an illusory "neoliberal magical realism" such that "anyone strapped with debt can become an entrepreneur in the free market if they are willing to ignore their moral and social conscience by engaging in violent criminal activity that destroys lives and society." See Jeffrey R. 55 However, Whitman's poems are more than just a plot device; they serve as a subtle reminder of the importance of bonds among people, and an example of an alternative masculinity, a masculinity that is not founded on power relations but rather on love and connection. 56 
II. PROMISES, BONDS AND CONTRACTS IN BREAKING BAD
Breaking Bad is filled with promises, contracts, deal-making, and social/family bonds, which is simply another way to say it is about life. As we may remember from first-year contracts class, a promise is a necessary but not sufficient element of a contract. 57 The Restatement (Second) of Contracts tells us, "[a] promise is a manifestation of intention to act or refrain from acting in a specified way, so made as to justify a promisee in understanding that a commitment has been made."
58 A contract is a legally enforceable promise: "[a] contract is a promise or a set of promises for the breach of which the law gives a remedy, or the performance of which the law in some way recognizes as a duty." 59 Generally, "contract," has more formalistic 56. While Breaking Bad makes Whitman's poetry the most explicit counterpoint to the workings of the Frontier Thesis, the series briefly alludes to another great artist of the West: Georgia O'Keefe. In Season Three, Jesse and his girlfriend, Jane, discuss seeing an exhibit of O'Keefe's paintings, including numerous paintings of the same door in different seasons, different times, and different light. Jesse is not impressed with the lowly subject matter (a door) and expresses the opinion that painting the same door over and over again is just a crazy attempt to get something just right. Jane responds that O'Keefe was exploring different aspects of the same thing, trying to make a particular moment last. The discussion is a lovely little bittersweet moment (it is Jesse's memory, a brief flashback after Jane's death). connotations than "promise." We may make promises casually, not believing we will be legally bound. ("I will meet you for lunch tomorrow," or "I'll bring donuts for the meeting.") "Contract" has connotations of a serious undertaking, fraught with legal implications. ("I contracted with the roofer for a new roof.") A bond is something different than either a contract or a promise, although bonds surely influence the promises and contracts we make. A bond is a relational connection. A bond is what holds things together. In the Oxford English Dictionary, the first meaning of the noun "bond" is "[a]nything with which one's body or limbs are bound in restraint of personal liberty." 60 The idea of a bond as a restraint on liberty has implications for masculinity-a marriage bond can be understood as a restraint on certain types of sexual liberty. In the field of chemistry, "[t]he force that holds atoms together . . . is . . . a chemical bond."
61 So we may even think of bonds as involving connections at the molecular level. As Whitman wrote, "every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you."
62
Contract law, as one commentator notes, "affords private parties the power of lawmaking." 63 If contracts belong to the private sphere, then most governmental intrusions would seem to be paternalistic and should be limited to concerns for public health or safety. Freedom of contract means that, generally speaking, people are free to enter into whatever contracts they want, and that courts will enforce their agreements. One exception is for illegal contracts. An illegal contract is void, and thus has no legal effect and is unenforceable in court. The rationale is to deter illegal contracts by making them unenforceable. [ V o l. 23:397 follow the niceties of contractual requirements such as the Statute of Frauds, which requires a writing for the sale of goods over $500.) 65 Since these deals are unenforceable in a court of law, Walt must resort to violence, power plays, and the corrupt norms of the meth world to enforce the deals.
66
Freedom and masculinity are implicated in the many contracts and promises that Walt makes throughout the series. Shouldn't people be free to buy what they want? Doesn't a real man choose freedom? Over a drink and some (illegal) Cuban cigars, Walt has an interesting conversation with Hank, his brother-in-law, concerning the fact that certain goods may have been illegal in the past (alcohol during Prohibition, for example) but are now perfectly legal. 67 How does one draw the line? Walt tries to suggest that such line-drawing is just an arbitrary governmental decision (Hank disagrees). 68 Later in the series, Walt's lab assistant, Gale, also makes a freedom of contract argument when he suggests that grown adults should be able to purchase whatever they want. 69 As Gale says, "[t]here's crime and then there's crime. . . . I'm definitely a libertarian." 70 There are essentially two types of contracts operating in the series, distinguishable by the method of contracting: remote contracting and face-to-face contracting. First, there are faceless, remote, bureaucratic transactions. These contracts drive the plot from day one, as it is Walt's inability to pay the medical bills his insurance does not cover that makes him willing to enter upon a life of crime.
71
His paltry health insurance as a public school teacher simply will not cover the best (expensive) treatments he requires for his illness. Later, Hank also faces health insurance limits, prompting Skyler to figure out a way to use Walt's illicit money to pay for Hank's physical therapy. 72 This first kind of contract is never done face-to-face. 
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There is no negotiating, no one-on-one opportunities to craft a deal with the faceless insurance companies.
The second kind of contract is a one-on-one, face-to-face transaction. This type of contract permeates the series. These numerous deals include actual illegal contracts (deals for making or selling drugs; money laundering; murder for hire; etc.) as well as more run of the mill enforceable contracts (purchasing an RV, etc.). 73 All these deals are done in person, between offeror and offeree. These contracts take place in the realm of neoclassical economics, where each individual is assumed to be a rational maximizer of self-worth. 74 This second kind of contract (formed one-on-one) is surprisingly common in Breaking Bad. Examples include: the marriage contract; contracts for goods; contracts for services; business partnership agreements; real estate transactions; contracts for the sale of intellectual property; agreements to set up a trust; and promises for charitable donations, among others. 75 These deals are abundant in the series and their very abundance illustrates the importance of contractual interactions to Walt's transformation into Heisenberg. An overview of some of the person-to-person contracts follows.
A. Marriage and Family Bonds
The promises that are part and parcel of the marriage contract are constant sites of negotiation between Walt and Skyler. When Skyler first learns of Walt's illegal drug business, she protests, "I didn't marry a criminal." 76 Walt responds, "[w]ell, you're married to one now." 77 Walt seems to be asserting that the marriage contract still stands (for better or for much, much worse). They are still married, whether or not he has become a criminal. Skyler is not convinced that the deal should be ongoing under these circumstances, and she later seeks legal help, considering whether to get a divorce and dissolve the marriage contract. 78 Subsequently, when Walt is in full hypermasculine Heisenberg mode, declaring that he will be the 73. See, e.g., Breaking Bad: Pilot, supra note 6. 74. In actuality, such in person deals are no longer the norm. Nowadays, most of our contracts are form contracts with remote, faceless entities with no opportunity for actual bargaining. Particularly when it comes to consumer transactions, we live in a world of large corporations and pre-drafted form contracts.
75 
Selling Goods on eBay
Buying and selling goods is crucial to the plot from the first episode. 80 However, meth is not the only good that is bought and sold in the series. In the pilot episode, we see Skyler packaging some items to sell on eBay in order to get a little extra cash (a way for the struggling middle class family to help make ends meet). 81 Having his wife sell things on eBay because he cannot provide enough income must be emasculating to Walt. 
Sale of a Motor Vehicle
When Walt and Jesse decide they need a mobile meth lab in the pilot episode, they purchase an old Winnebago with Walt's meager life savings. 83 (That his entire savings are barely enough for an old RV speaks volumes.) This vehicle serves as the modern covered wagon for the partners' first trip into the harsh and unforgiving landscape of the desert-a trip that comes perilously close to ending, as many frontier journeys ended, with death.
Sale of a Handgun
In a secretive meeting with a gun seller, Walt buys an illegal handgun (an untraceable gun with no serial numbers).
84 When Walt asks the seller if it's good to have an unregistered gun if he has to shoot someone, the seller says not necessarily, because New Mexico is a "Stand Your Ground" jurisdiction. 85 As the seller puts it, " 
Sale of Drugs
Of course, the primary good that Walt manufactures and sells is illegal-meth. Lots and lots of meth. As a commodity that is literally addictive, Walt's pure blue meth is in great demand.
87
C. Contracts for Services
Lawyer/Client Contracts
Numerous contracts for services occur throughout the series, including many highly illegal services such as murder for hire. In the Better Call Saul episode, Saul, a criminal lawyer (in both senses of the phrase), enters into an attorney-client contract with Walt and Jesse to help them evade legal problems with their ongoing drug business. 
Agreement for Corpse Disposal
Early in the first season, Walt and Jesse agree that a coin toss will determine who has to dispose of a corpse and who has to kill a dangerous drug dealer tied up in the basement. 89 Walt loses the coin toss, but is reluctant to murder someone in cold blood. 90 Jesse tells him: "We flipped a coin, okay? You and me. You and me! Coin flip is sacred! Your job is waiting for you in that basement, as per the coin!" 91 (The parties to a contract are free to agree on how the agreement will be made, even if that process is the flip of a coin.) 86 [ V o l. 23:397
Murder for Hire
Murder for hire is a classic example of a services contract that is illegal and unenforceable, and this type of deal occurs several times during the series. For example, Walt hires a gang of thugs to murder ten inmates in prison (the inmates are potential witnesses against Walt).
92 Additionally, at one point Walt even hires a hitman to kill Jesse. 93 One commentator calculates that over the course of the series Walt is responsible in one way or another for twentyseven murders. 
Agreement for Services Cooking Meth
Walt and Jesse enter into a deal to provide their meth cooking services to Gus Fring. 95 They end up like factory workers working on a high-tech assembly line. 96 Walt's unhappiness with being a lowly worker rather than the boss (as well as his fear that Gus is going to kill him) are reasons Walt decides to have Gus killed.
97
D. Business Partnerships
In the pilot episode, Walt and Jesse enter into a partnership to manufacture and distribute meth. 98 This bond between the two men is the heart of the series. Significantly, Walt imposes his will on Jesse. Jesse is reluctant to partner up with his old high school chemistry teacher, who seems to be such a weak failure of a man. 99 However, Walt blackmails Jesse into teaming up with him. 100 Walt is on his path of transformation during which he will assume a particularly dangerous type of masculinity. While he was literally impotent at the beginning of the pilot episode (his wife absentmindedly gives him a hand job for his birthday, but Walt is unresponsive), by the end of the pilot he surprises Skyler in bed with his newly acquired sexual confidence-"Walt, is that you?" she asks him 
2017]
"BREAKING BAD" CONTRACTS 415 in bed. 101 Significantly, in the pre-credit sequence of the pilot, Walt has no pants. 102 He is frantically driving an RV through the desert, while wearing nothing but a gas mask and his tighty-whities. 103 By the end of the series, Walt-as-Heisenberg has made it very clear who wears the pants in all his relationships.
Later, after Walt arranges to have Gus killed, Walt, Jesse, and Mike go into the meth business together. 104 After their first cook, Walt is angry because the final amount of money they made was less than when he was working for Gus. 105 Jesse tells Walt that he is "looking at it wrong," because under Gus they were employees, but as owners they make more considering the volume of output. 
Contract for the Purchase of a Business and Its Assets
Walt buys the carwash from his old boss. 107 Walt and Skyler will use the carwash business to launder the drug money. 108 Walt takes great satisfaction in being on top and humiliating his old boss. 109 Walt takes his former boss's framed first dollar off the wall, smashes the glass, and uses the dollar to buy a soda from a machine.
110
E. Gift Promise/Donations on a Charity Website
Walt, Jr. sets up a website to solicit funds for his Dad's cancer treatments. 111 In reality, Walt is funneling some of his illegal cash into the site. son's begging on his behalf. 113 Walt thinks this makes him look weak and less than a man.
114
F. Real Property Contracts
Landlord/Tenant Agreements
Jesse rents an apartment from Jane.
115 Jane adds an interesting "DBAA" fee to the rental agreement-"Don't Be An Asshole." 
Contract for Sale of Real Property
Jesse dupes his parents into selling him the house he thinks is rightfully his, at a very low price because there used to be a meth lab in the basement.
117
G. Sale of Shares in a Company/Sale of Intellectual Property
Much of Walt's bitterness stems from the fact that he apparently sold out his share very cheaply in a company that became extremely profitable. ("Gray Matter" was the name of the company, with "gray" alluding to a combination of the last names of the founders-White and Schwartz.) 118 
H. Promise to Carry Out a Trust
In the final episode, Walt forces his former business partners in Gray Matter (Gretchen and Elliott) to agree to take Walt' 118. In season two, Walt confronts his former girlfriend/business partner, Gretchen, and angrily asserts he was forced out of the company. Gretchen responds that he was the one who left. 
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profits and put them in a trust for his family. 119 Gretchen and Elliott only agree because Walt convinces them he has hitmen following them who will kill them if they do not comply.
120
The above variety of examples gives a taste of the scope and importance of contracts and promises in the series, and suggests how some of those deals had profound implications for Walt's sense of masculinity.
III. WORK AND CONTRACTING FOR MASCULINITY
Work is one of the preeminent ways we define ourselves in America, and this has particularly been the case for American men. 121 To use a Western example, consider that, "[a] cowboy is defined by the work that he does."
122 In a post-recessionary period when work is scarce, masculine anxieties about self-worth may become exacerbated. Walt is, to a large extent, defined by his work, and his work is directly tied to his sense of masculinity.
"What does a man do, Walter?" asks drug kingpin Gus Fring.
A man provides for his family. . . . When you have children, you always have family. They will always be your priority, your responsibility. And a man-a man provides. And he does it even when he's not appreciated or respected or even loved. He simply bears up, and he does it because he's a man. 123 Walt takes Gus's advice very much to heart, although that does not stop Walt from arranging to have Gus killed. Taken to extremes, this idea of masculinity, that "a man provides," leads Walt to commit horrible crimes, and lose his family's love. Such a limited notion 119. Breaking Bad: Felina, supra note 42. 120. Id. 121. Discussing three recent television series which focus on American men's financial struggles (Breaking Bad, Hung and The Shield), Amanda Lotz comments:
[t]hough f inancial crises primarily inspire the illegal actions of the three "any man" protagonists that begin their series as law-abiding citizens, gender is just as centrally implicated in this economic crisis because the gender script the men adhere to in their personal pride and sense of self leads them to make crises involving the support of the family theirs alone to bear. LOTZ, supra note 3, at 88-89 (footnote omitted). She adds, "[t]he series construct the core problem the men face as related to limited financial means, though gender roles are inextricable from issues of men's work, 'duty' of provision, and earning power. 128 His sense of selfworth becomes enmeshed with possessing power. "Never give up control," says Walt.
129 In accord with the expansionist ideology of the frontier, by season six, Walt declares, "I'm in the empire business."
130
What ostensibly began as Walt's scheme to provide for his family degenerates into his intractable desire for empire. This is the dark side of the frontier thesis: an expansionist ideology conflated with an unhealthy and dangerous masculinity.
There is one moment when Walt seems to do some soul-searching. It occurs in the season three episode, Fly.
131 How truly authentic Walt's soul-searching is may be debatable, since Walt has been working to the point of exhaustion and Jesse has drugged him with a sleeping pill. Working in the high-tech lab preparing meth, Walt becomes obsessed with a fly that is buzzing around.
132 He wants to keep the product from becoming contaminated, and goes to extreme lengths to try to kill the fly. 133 Jesse worries that Walt is obsessing over something insignificant, saying, "[l]ook, I like making cherry product, but let's keep it real, alright? We make poison for people who don't care. We probably have the most unpicky customers in the world." 134 Nevertheless, Walt continues obsessively searching for the fly, while musing over the direction he has taken in life: "There was some perfect moment that passed me right by." 135 He is trying to think of a moment when he had enough money to quit but before Skyler discovered he was cooking meth. Walt considers different potentially perfect moments to have died: "After Holly was born? . . . Before the surgery?" 136 He finally settles on the night he happened to meet Jane's father in a bar.
137 (Earlier, Walt purposely let Jane choke to death on her own vomit.) 138 Thinking back to that evening, and the strange coincidence of encountering Jane's father, Walt the scientist says: Ironically, such a perfect moment can never exist for Walt, because he is driven to want more. Walt implicitly recognizes the toxicity of this expansionist mentality when he tells Jesse in that same episode that they must continue cooking, and admits that, "[i]t's all contaminated." 140 "It" being not just the meth, but Walt's life. By the end of the series, Walt finally admits to a selfish motive for his work, telling Skyler, "I did it for me. I liked it. I was good at it . . . . I was alive."
141 But of course Walt has always been physically alive. What made things different was his quest for power. By "alive," he seems to mean powerful, imposing his will on others, having masculine power and privilege in a way he did not while he was just a mild-mannered high school teacher.
The majority of the contracts and promises Walt makes relate to his work as a manufacturer and distributor of meth. Walt is very good at his work. One of the guilty pleasures of the series is watching how Walt ingeniously uses science to solve problems so that he is able to continue making and selling meth. In this respect, the series has an element of "competence porn"-shows about people who are very, very competent in what they do. 142 Whether it is mixing up the purest blue meth, facing down a rival drug lord by holding a bag of explosive chemicals, or creating a battery for the Winnebago so that he and Jesse can escape death in the desert, Walt becomes very capable over the course of the series. 143 421 competence comes from his knowledge of science-"Yeah, science!" as Jesse approvingly says. 144 And with his new success, Walt takes on a new masculine persona. This type of masculinity is particularly destructive (to men as well as to women), and it is linked to the Western genre. 145 We saw that Turner in his frontier thesis postulated that interacting with the frontier was what created the essential American character. 146 Significantly, that prototypical American character was male. 147 The dark side of the heroic frontiersman conquering the wilderness is the violent, rapacious anti-hero. 148 As Richard Slotkin famously notes, the mythology of the frontier enables violence and racism.
149 Indeed, as Walt becomes more and more proficient at dealmaking, he becomes more violent towards others and even towards his own family (in season two, Walt attempts to rape his wife).
150
Work becomes an end in and of itself. Work makes the man. The better Walt gets at his work, the harder and more masculine he becomes. "It was a hard land, and it bred hard men to hard ways," a line from a classic Western, is a fitting explanation of the Western ethos.
151 Similarly, Walt is the post-recession frontiersman in a deadly Walt becomes increasingly ruthless in his deal-making as the series progresses. Not all of these deals are illegal (although a great many of them are). But significantly, the great majority of the deals in Breaking Bad are made in a one-on-one, face-to-face negotiation process. In other words, these deals take place in the classic contract imaginary, which resembles the classic Western shootout-two cowboys face each other down in a duel and only one wins. Underlying the traditional bargain rationale for contracts is the assumption that the bargain is freely entered into, as well as the notion of consideration (that each party only chooses to contract if the deal is worth it for that party). But the deals in Breaking Bad have clear winners and losers; and the winner is the one who can out-macho the other side. The deals and promises in Breaking Bad strongly suggest that the world of contracts is a private world. Intrusions from outside (the DEA, the police, the government) are unwelcome and to be avoided. Breaking Bad privileges old fashioned, one-onone deal-making. 154 preservation of life itself. . . . Protagonists crawl across deserts on their hands and knees, climb rock faces in the blinding sun, starve in snowbound cabins in the mountains, walk or ride for miles on end with all but mortal wounds, survive for long periods of time without water, without shelter, without sleep. Whitman's poetry celebrates labor. Consider, for example, his poems, A Song for Occupations and I Hear America Singing. 174 As one commentator notes, "[i]n his verse Whitman delighted in the new machine ('the many-cylinder'd steam printing press') and the new terminology ('daguerreotyping'). . . . He strung out litanies of the trades and tools; he hymned the glories of technology." 175 Walt uses his scientific know-how to engage in a very basic, "manly" type of work: he makes things. Whitman's worker, however, represents
